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(54) Clock synchronization in a distributed system 



(57) The present invention provides an improved 
clock synchronization algorithm for a distributed system 
intended for real time applications by performing at the 



same time an off-set correction and a clock read correc- 
tion at each node of the distributed system. Expensive 
oscillators can be avoided and synchronization can be 
established faster and with higher precision. 
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Description 

[0001] The present invention relates to the synchro- 
nization of a distributed system for real time applica- 
tions, particular to a method for synchronizing nodes in 
the distributed system with a local real time clock in each 
node and to a synchronizing unit included in the nodes. 
[0002] A distributed system consists of a number of 
nodes which are loosely connected by a communication 
link. Each node of the distributed real time system con- 
tains an own local real time clock. The accuracy of these 
clocks is based on the accuracy of the quarts crystal in- 
cluded in each of the local clocks. A real time application 
which is controlled by the distributed system requires 
the synchronization of the local clocks of the nodes. The 
synchronized time is generally called "global time". 
[0003] In a distributed system, a global time is an im- 
portant functionality for real time applications. Real time 
tasks may for instance depend on messages from tasks 
of different nodes. Scheduling such tasks requires tim- 
ing information to be meaningful not only locally. A sys- 
tem comprising clocks at different nodes, however, does 
not necessarily show the same time. Usually, there is an 
off-set between the clocks and often they do not run at 
exactly the same frequency. Moreover, this frequency is 
not constant but may depend on temperature, for in- 
stance. 

[0004] Internal synchronization among nodes is to be 
distinguished from external synchronization to a refer- 
ence time source. Apart from the traditional area of au- 
tomated applications, distributed real time systems are 
increasingly implemented by the car making industry. 
Presently, control devices in a car are connected using 
the CAN bus system, in particular for controlling car en- 
gines or automatic transmissions. The number of control 
systems combining multiple sensors, actuators and 
electronic control units is significantly increased. The 
continuing use of control systems and sensors, actua- 
tors and electronic control units connected thereto place 
demands on the communication technology currently 
not addressed by existing communication protocols. In 
particular the introduction of automotive "by-wire" sys- 
tems introduce additional requirements for future in-car 
control applications wherein reliability is of particular im- 
portance. This includes a clock synchronization service 
suitable for safety-critical control applications. 
[0005] The present invention is particularly intended 
for use in an advanced automotive communication sys- 
tem named FlexRay. The applicants are members of an 
industry consortium formed to develop and implement 
FlexRay technology aiming to define a standard for in- 
novated high speed control applications in a car such 
as x-by-wire. 

[0006] Future automotive applications demand high 
speed bus systems that are deterministic and fault-tol- 
erant and capable of supporting distributed control sys- 
tems. The FlexRay communication system allows syn- 
chronous and asynchronous gross data transmission at 



high speed data rates up to 10 Mbit/s. This technology 
supports redundancy and fault-tolerant clock synchro- 
nizations for a global time base. 
[0007] Existing bus systems may be differentiated de- 

5 pending on the kind of handling access to the bus, 
namely either time multiplex, frequency multiplex or 
code multiplex. In the field of real-time control systems 
there are two fundamentally different principles how to 
control the activity of the system, namely time-triggered 

10 control or event-triggered control. In time-triggered sys- 
tems, all activities are carried out at certain points in time 
known a priori. Accordingly, all nodes in time-triggered 
systems have a common notion of time, based on ap- 
proximately synchronized clocks. In contrast, in the 

15 event-triggered systems all activities are carried out in 
response to relevant events external to the system. A 
main difference between both systems is the determin- 
istic behavior. Systems controlling access to the bus 
based on predefined rules, guarantee that each node 

20 may exclusively access the bus within a certain time pe- 
riod for transmitting messages. Event-triggered sys- 
tems handle access based on assigned priorities and, 
thus, cannot guarantee a deterministic behavior. 
[0008] A distributed real time system depends on 

25 fault-tolerant clock synchronization. This is particular 
true in distributed architectures in which nodes perform 
their actions according to a predetermined schedule. 
Such time-triggered systems are mainly used in safety- 
critical applications. Clocks synchronization is an es- 

30 sential element of a time-triggered architecture to func- 
tion properly. 

[0009] In a distributed real time system, synchroniza- 
tion may be realized by the exchange of messages in 
order to avoid separate channels used for the synchro- 
35 nization of the local clocks. The synchronization proce- 
dure itself should tolerate faulty clocks and missing mes- 
sages. 

[001 0] The present invention is intended for time-trig- 
gered architectures being employed in connection with 
40 devices controlling safety-critical electronic systems 
without mechanical back-up, "by-wire" systems for 
steering, braking or suspension control. High trust must 
be placed in its correct functioning. 
[0011] Clock synchronization is the most basic serv- 
es ice for achieving the required real-time properties. 

[0012] A known fault tolerant real-time communica- 
tion system is the Time-Triggered Protocol (TTP), a 
communication protocol particularly suitable for safety- 
critical control applications. The synchronization algo- 
50 rithm of TTP does not use special synchronization mes- 
sages which provide the reading of a node's clock to 
other nodes. The delay of arrival of incoming messages 
is used to estimate the value of the sender's clock. Fur- 
ther, TTP provides a means to collect timing information 
55 only from selected nodes and ignores clock values of 
nodes that are known to have oscillators of inferior qual- 
ity. Clock synchronization and the corresponding time 
measurement are performed on a cyclic basis. 
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[0013] The distinguishing characteristic of time-trig- 
gered systems is that all system activities are initiated 
by the progress of time. The TTP protocol operates cy- 
clically. Each node is supplied with a clock and a static 
schedule. The schedule determines when certain ac- 
tions have to be performed, in particular when messag- 
es of a certain type are to be sent by a particular node. 
[0014] Theschedulecontains global information com- 
mon to all nodes, such as a duration of a given slot or 
the identity of the sending node. As the intended system 
behavior is thus known to all nodes, important informa- 
tion can be obtained indirectly from the messages. 
[0015] Access to the system bus is determined by a 
time-division multiple access (TDMA) schema which is 
precompiled into the schedule. Every node owns certain 
slots, in which it is allowed to send messages on the 
bus. A complete cycle during which every nodes has 
had access to the bus once is called TDMA round. After 
a TDMA round is completed, the same temporal access 
pattern is repeated again. 

[0016] The clocks of the nodes must be synchronized 
tightly enough to agree on the current slot and to scan 
the bus at appropriate times for messages to arrive. To 
prevent a faulty node from speaking out of turn, the bus 
interface is controlled by a "bus guardian" giving access 
to the bus only at appropriate times. Each node is sup- 
plied with a physical clock which is typically implement- 
ed by a discrete counter. The counter is incremented 
periodically, triggered by a crystal oscillator. 
[001 7] As such oscillators do not resonate with a per- 
fectly constant frequency, the clocks drift apart from real 
time. It is the task of clock synchronization to repeatedly 
compute an adjustment of a node's physical clock in or- 
der to keep it in agreement with the other node's clock. 
The adjusted physical clock is what is used by a node 
during operation. 

[0018] The most simple way of clock adjustment is a 
one-step adaptation, wherein the current off-set to the 
real time is simply added to the clock. This procedure 
may cause consistency problems. 
[001 9] I n another approach , the clock speed is varied 
to run faster or slower in order to compensate clock de- 
viations. The time of a clock runs faster or more slowly 
until an off-set is compensated for. A positive off-set may 
be compensated by the clock running more slowly and 
an opposite off-set may be compensated by the clock 
running more fast. However, the clock will keep on drift- 
ing and needs to be adjusted continuously. 
[0020] In the TTP system the clock synchronization 
algorithm operates together estimates of readings of 
other node's clock to estimate an adjustment for the lo- 
cal clock. Since every node knows beforehand at which 
time certain messages will be sent the difference be- 
tween the time a message is expected to be received 
by a node and the actual arrival time can be used to 
calculate the deviation between the sender's and the re- 
ceiver's clock. In this way no special synchronization 
messages are needed in TTP. 



[0021] Clock synchronization in the TTP protocol re- 
quires crystal oscillators which resonate in almost per- 
fectly constant frequencies in order to arrive at a maxi- 
mum clock deviation for each TDMA round being as 

5 small as possible. 

[0022] Starting from this prior art, it is the problem of 
the present invention to further improve clock synchro- 
nization, in particular to reduce the costs for crystal os- 
cillators and achieving smaller maximum clock devia- 

10 tions. 

[0023] This is achieved by the features of claim 1 for 
a method of synchronizing nodes and by the features of 
claim 1 9 for a synchronizing unit. 
[0024] The present invention avoids the use of expen- 
ds sive crystal oscillators by adjusting the local clock in a 
node by an off-set correction value and, in addition, by 
a clock rate correction value. 

[0025] In this way, an internal clock synchronization 
of all clocks is achieved faster and with higher precision. 
20 The exact rate correction protects the clocks for an in- 
creasing off-set overtime and the additional off-set cor- 
rection decreases the existing off-set between the 
clocks of the nodes. 

[0026] According to a preferred embodiment of the 
25 present invention, the clock rate correction is calculated 

based on a set of clock rate deviations between the local 

clock of a node and other nodes. 

[0027] In a first preferred embodiment, the set of clock 

rate deviations is calculated from two sets of time devi- 
se? ations which are determined between the local clock of 

the node and the other nodes. 

[0028] In a second preferred embodiment, the set of 
clock rate deviations is based on a difference between 
a measured time interval of received messages for a 
35 particular node based on its local clock and an expected 
time interval. 

[0029] Preferably, the present invention is employed 
in a TDMA system comprising cycles of a predefined 
access pattern for the nodes of the distributed system 

40 to the communication link. Such a time-triggered archi- 
tecture allows to employ the synchronization method in 
connection with safety-critical electronic systems. 
[0030] Preferably, the synchronization is carried out 
in a TDMA system and two TDMA rounds or cycles are 

45 used for measuring deviations before a correction value 
is calculated and the clock is corrected. 
[0031] By only taking particular nodes into account 
when calculating a correction value, thefaulttolerant be- 
havior can be increased and the memory effort may be 

50 reduced. 

[0032] According to a further preferred embodiment, 
an amount of a calculated clock rate correction value is 
reduced before adjusting the clock based on the correc- 
tion value. Such a decreased clock rate correction value 
55 results in an improved clock synchronization stability 
and prevents the cluster of nodes from a cluster drift and 
shifts the whole cluster from extreme frequency values 
towards a mean value of all clock frequencies of the 
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cluster. 

[0033] Other preferred embodiments of the invention 
are subject to various dependent claims. 
[0034] In the following, embodiments of the invention 
are described in further detail with reference to the ac- 
companying drawings in which: 

Fig. 1 illustrates the general structure of the distrib- 
uted system in a simplified manner; 

Fig. 2 illustrates an example of a typical access 
scheme; 

Fig. 3 gives an example of a simplified block dia- 
gram of a node connected to the communication 
system; 

Fig. 4 gives an example for the structure of a mes- 
sage to be transmitted on the communication sys- 
tem; 

Fig. 5 illustrates the measured clock deviation; 

Fig. 6 illustrates a clock rate correction; 

Fig. 7 illustrates an off-set correction; 

Fig. 8 illustrates a combined off-set and clock rate 
correction; 

Fig. 9 shows an illustrated example of clock syn- 
chronization according to a preferred embodiment 
of the present invention; 

Fig. 10 shows the sequence of measurement and 
correction phases over time according to a pre- 
ferred embodiment of the present invention; 

Fig. 11 illustrates the achievable maximum clock 
off-set when employing off-set correction; 

Fig. 1 2 illustrates the achievable maximum clock off 
set when employing rate correction; 

Fig. 13 illustrates a maximum clock off -set achiev- 
able when employing a clock synchronization ac- 
cording to the present invention; 

Fig. 14 illustrates an example of necessary correc- 
tions without a rate correction reduction; and 

Fig. 1 5 illustrates an example corresponding to that 
of Fig. 14 with a clock rate correction reduction ac- 
cording to a preferred embodiment of the present 
invention. 

[0035] Fig. 1 shows a simplified example of a distrib- 
uted system comprising a plurality of nodes. Each of the 



nodes is supplied with a clock, comprising a crystal os- 
cillator 2. For sending messages, each node 1 is con- 
nected to a communication link to access the bus for 
receiving or transmitting messages. This communica- 

5 tion link may further comprise optional redundant com- 
munication channels and is designed to support a gross 
data rate of approximately 1 0Mbit/sec. 
[0036] Each node is not only supplied with its own 
clock but also with additional information common to all 

10 of the nodes. The common information relates to the 
communication structure, such a duration of a given slot 
or the identity of a sending node. The intended system 
behavior is known to all of the nodes and important in- 
formation can be obtained indirectly from the messages 

15 received. For example, explicit acknowledgements 
need not be sent since a receiving node can determine 
that a message is missing immediately after the antici- 
pated arrival time has passed. 

[0037] Access to the communication link or bus 3 is 

20 determined by a time-division multiple access (TDMA) 
schema. Every node owns certain slots within the ac- 
cess scheme in which it is allowed to send messages 
on the bus. A complete cycle during which every node 
has had access to the bus once is called a TDMA round. 

25 An example for such a single communication cycle is 
shown in Fig. 2. The communication cycle shown in Fig. 
2 comprises two portions, namely a static portion and a 
dynamic portion. In the static portion, each node only 
accesses the bus at its appropriate times. This can be 

30 seen in the static TDMA accessed portion wherein each 
of the six time slots may be accessed by a particular one 
for all of the nodes. In the dynamic portion, each node 
may access the bus according to a predefined scheme 
providing a collision free access for transmitting mes- 

35 sages. After a TDMA round is completed, the same tem- 
poral access pattern is repeated again. 
[0038] Each communication node may comprise two 
bus guardians 4 and a corresponding driver 5 to control 
access of each node to the bus(es) as shown in Fig. 3. 

40 All units within a communication node are connected to 
a single power supply. The bus guardian 4 operates 
based on the stored information on each of the nodes 
of the distributed system indicating a sending time and 
a period allowed for sending. The bus guardian 4 con- 

45 trols access to the communication link which is only al- 
lowed at said predetermined points of time. The infor- 
mation initially stored in the host 6 is transferred and 
stored in the bus guardian during operation. 
[0039] Fig. 4 gives an example for a message format 

50 transmitted on the communication link. The message 
form is the same either for all messages either transmit- 
ted during the static or dynamic portion of a TDMA 
round. Each message comprises the following fields: 

55 ID: an identifier, 10 bit, range 1...1023, which de- 
fines a slot-position in the static part and a priority 
of a message in the dynamic part. The smaller the 
identifier the higher the priority. Each identifier is 
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preferably only used once in the system. Each node 
may use one or a plurality of identifiers. 

MUX: Multiplex field, 1 bit, which enables a node to 
transmit different messages with the same ID. 

SYNC: synchronization field, 1 bit, indicating wheth- 
er a message is used for clock synchronization. 

LEN: length field, 4 bit, which indicate the number 
of data bytes used (0... 12). 

D00...D11: data bytes, 0-12 bytes. 

CRC: 1 6 bit (or 1 5 bit), used for a cyclic redundancy 
check. 

[0040] The clock synchronization algorithm operates 
by gathering estimates of the times of other node's clock 
to estimate an adjustment of the local clock. Every node 
knows beforehand at which time certain messages will 
be sent. Thus, the difference between the time a mes- 
sage is expected to be received by a node and the actual 
arrival time can be used to calculate a deviation between 
the sender's and the receiver's clock. In this way no spe- 
cial synchronization messages are needed. The meas- 
urement which is carried over two TDMA rounds is illus- 
trated in Fig. 5. The time of two nodes or controllers is 
shown by bold lines in Fig. 5 which are designated "con- 
troller 1 " and "controller 2". As can be seen, the time of 
both controllers slightly differ by each other, shown in a 
time off-set and a time deviation increasing over the 
time. 

[0041] In a first cycle, each of both nodes determines 
the time difference between its own time and the time 
of the other node based on a received message. The 
resulting difference also depends on the access pattern 
of each particular node. The same procedure is carried 
out in a consecutive cycle having the same access pat- 
tern. Due to the different clock frequencies, the time de- 
viations detected by each of the nodes are further in- 
creased. This additional difference is used to evaluate 
frequency differences between both clocks and to adjust 
the clocks based on a calculated common time basis. 
[0042] The results achievable by the clock correction 
procedures are shown in Figures 6 and 7. In Figure 6, 
the different clock rates are adjusted in order to keep an 
off-set constant and to avoid an increasing clock off-set 
between nodes over the time. Figure 7 illustrates anoth- 
er correction method, namely to correct a detected time 
off-set. Such an adjustment brings both clocks at the be- 
ginning of a cycle close together, but both clocks again 
show a larger difference at the end of both cycles. 
[0043] An improved clock adjustment procedure is 
shown in Figure 8. For each clock adjustment, the clock 
is corrected with respect to the clock rate and the clock 
off-set. 

[0044] The time of the clocks "controller 1 " and "con- 



troller 2" are indicated by dashed lines. The off-set cor- 
rected clocks are respectively indicated by dotted lines. 
The additionally clock rate corrected clocks are shown 
by bold lines. As a result, both clocks stay close together 

5 and clock deviation do not increase over time. 

[0045] The correction values are calculated from 
measured clock differences stored in a memory. As de- 
scribed in connection with Figure 4 the nodes which are 
used for measuring time differences are marked by a 

10 special flag. For the calculation of a global time, each 
node applies the same algorithm. In a simple approach, 
each node calculates the mean difference in order to 
arrive at a correction value. Preferably, a more sophis- 
ticated calculation procedure is employed which is pref- 

15 erably a fault-tolerant average algorithm (FTA). This al- 
gorithm discards the largest and smallest value detect- 
ed and calculates the average of the remaining two val- 
ues having the largest difference in order to calculate a 
correction value. 

20 [0046] The clock synchronization algorithm that is ex- 
ecuted by each of the nodes individually performs for 
every two consecutive slots the step of determining the 
difference between expected and observed arrival times 
for the incoming message. 

25 [0047] The detected differences are stored in a mem- 
ory and after detection of corresponding difference val- 
ues during the second cycle, correction values, namely 
a rate correction and an off-set correction are calculat- 
ed. 

30 [0048] As shown in Figure 9, the clock synchroniza- 
tion algorithm comprises three distinct phases for every 
two consecutive cycles, namely a measurement phase, 
a calculation phase, and a correction phase. 
[0049] The measurement phase splits up into two cy- 
35 cles, namely cycle 1 and cycle 2. For each cycle, the 
time values for all valid messages with a sync bit are 
measured and saved in a first memory portion assigned 
to the first cycle and in a second memory portion as- 
signed to the second cycle. There is no correction ap- 
40 plied after the end of the first cycle to the local clock. 
[0050] During the calculation phase, preferably car- 
ried out between cycles 2 and 3, a rate correction value 
and an off-set correction value are calculated. For the 
rate correction, differences between the measured val- 
45 ues stored in the first and second memory portion are 
computed. From the computed difference values, two 
values are selected depending on a predefined rule, 
which in turn is based on the number k of valid sync mes- 
sages. Such a predefined rule and a fault-tolerant mid- 
50 point algorithm (FTA/FTM) in general are specified on 
pages 1-36 in Welch, J.L., Lynch, N.A.: "A New Fault- 
Tolerant Algorithm for Clock Synchronization", pub- 
lished in "Information and Communication", vol. 77, no. 
1, April 1998 and reference is made to this document. 
55 Both selected values are added and divided by 2. The 
result is combined with the previous clock rate correc- 
tion value in order to incrementally improve the clock 
rate correction. 
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[0051 ] For the off-set correction . again two nodes are 
selected depending on the number k of valid sync mes- 
sages. The selection corresponds to the selection pro- 
cedure of the rate correction and again reference is 
made to the above-mentioned document published by 
Welch and Lynch. The two selected difference values 
from the second memory are added and divided by 2. 
[0052] Referring to Figure 9, to the values calculated 
for different nodes are listed according to the node 
number. The first column shows the measurement re- 
sults forthefirst cycle, the second columnforthe second 
cycle. The third column corresponds to the differences 
calculated between both measured deviations for the 
first and second cycle. The calculated correction values 
are shown above these values and are applied to the 
local clock as shown on the top of Figure 9. 
[0053] The correction phase also splits up into two 
separate steps, namely a rate correction and an off -set 
correction. The calculated rate correction value is ap- 
plied to the subsequent two cycles, namely cycle 3 and 
cycle 4 to correct the clock frequency. The off-set cor- 
rection value is only applied at the beginning of the suc- 
ceeding cycle, namely cycle 3. No further off-set correc- 
tion will be applied at the beginning of cycle 4. 
[0054] This synchronization procedure is repeated for 
two consecutive cycles and the cycle numbers may be 
generalized being cycle (2n-1) and cycle (2n). 
[0055] The particular 2-cycle scheme for applying the 
new synchronization method is shown in detail in Figure 
10. 

[0056] With respect to the fault-tolerant algorithm 
used for the calculation of the correction values, it is not- 
ed that each known fault-tolerant algorithm may be 
used, as long as each of the nodes applies the same 
algorithm. 

[0057] The frequency of each of the local clocks may 
be adjusted by applying one of a plurality of different of 
known possibilities, e.g. VCO having a frequency which 
may be adjusted based on an applied voltage, circuits 
which control the conversion of clock ticks to counter 
values by adjusting the number of clock ticks per time 
unit in order to apply a fractional rate correction. 
[0058] A generalized synchronizing algorithm of a 
preferred embodiment of the present invention operates 
as follows. 

Round k 0 : collect all c(i,j,k 0 ) in node j, being tagged 
sync messages; 

c(i,j,k) being a difference between observed 
and expected time in "micro ticks", i.e. local micro 
ticks. When t(i,j,k) being the physical time for node 
j expecting the start of slot i and s(i,j,k) being the 
physical time observed at node j for the beginning 
of slot i. then c(i,j,k) can be defined as follows: 

c(i,j,k) = Int s(i j,k) - t(i,j,k)) [micro ticks]. 



Round (ko+1): collect all c(i,j,k 0 +1) in node j for all 
tagged sync messages. 

At the end of round (k 0 +1) the off-set inputs at node 
5 j for slot i are 

of(ij,k 0 +1) = c(ij,k 0 +1) 

10 and the rate differences are 

st(i,j,k 0 +1) = c(i,j,k 0 +1) -c(i,j,k 0 ). 

15 - Generate for each new round (ko+2) a new off-set 
value o(j,k 0 +2) and a new rate correction value d(j ; 
k 0 +2) according to: 

20 o(j,k 0+ 2) = FT(of(i,j,k 0+ 1)) 

dak 0+ 2) = FT(st(ij,k 0+ 1)) + dG,k 0 ) 

25 - Adjust the clock at the beginning of the next cycle 
by o(j,k 0 +2) 

Adjustthe clockfrequency continuously by d(j,k 0 +2) 
for round (k 0 +2) and round (ko+3). 

30 

[0059] According to an alternative embodiment, the 
set of clock rate deviations and the set of time deviations 
are determined separately. The clock rate deviations are 
determined by comparing two time intervals, an ob- 

35 served time interval and an expected time interval for 
two subsequently received messages form the same 
node. The observed time interval is measured by means 
of a counter between the actual arrival times of two mes- 
sages from the same node, preferably in units of micro 

40 ticks. The expected time interval is calculated from the 
expected receiving times of the messages for the node 
which are known beforehand and stored at each node. 
The difference between both time intervals indicates a 
deviation due to clock rate differences between both 

45 nodes. A clock rate correction value is calculated based 
on the calculated set of clock rate deviations in the 
above-described manner. 

[0060] A single set of time deviations is sufficient for 
calculating an off-set correction value as described 

so above. Preferably, an off-set correction value and a set 
of time deviations are only calculated once for every two 
cycles in this alternative embodiment. 
[0061] The particular characteristics of the algorithms 
of the present invention are that the measurement and 

55 adjusting intervals do not overlap and the rate correction 
is not affected by time faults. In addition, this algorithm 
requires a cycle count in orderto appropriately apply the 
measurement, calculation and adjusting steps. 
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[0062] With respect to the memory effort, not all de- 
tected difference values need to be memorized, but only 
those which are relevant according to the applied fault- 
tolerant algorithm. 

[0063] The reduction of the maximum clock off-set 
which may be achieved based on clock synchronization 
can be seen from Figures 11 to 13. Figure 11 illustrates 
a maximum clock off-set for an applied off-set correction 
and Figure 12 for an applied rate correction. As can be 
seen from Figure 12, a rate correction needs not to be 
applied every cycle after synchronization is established. 
Figure 13 illustrates the considerable advantage of the 
present invention to arrive at a much lower maximum 
clock off-set. Again, the correction procedure may be 
applied less frequently after a synchronization is estab- 
lished once. 

[0064] According to a further preferred embodiment, 
a drift of the global time to an extreme value may be 
avoided by applying further measures. For this purpose, 
the clock rate correction value is not applied as calcu- 
lated, but the correction amount as calculated is shifted 
by a predetermined amount. Preferably, the rate correc- 
tion value is slightly reduced. This change of the clock 
rate correction value results in a slightly reduced clock 
synchronization quality. In contrast, a steadily drift of the 
global time to an extreme value is avoided and all nodes 
will after a certain time achieve a close proximity to the 
mean value of the clocks to be synchronized. 
[0065] For this purpose, the clock rate correction val- 
ue d(j,k 0 +2) is replaced by a correction value d(j,k 0 +2) 
+/- x; x being the reduction amount. 
[0066] In addition, systematic round time errors may 
be compensated by amending the off-set correction val- 
ue, namely by using an off-set correction value of o(j, 
k 0 -i-2) - y y Vj being a positive value. 
[0067] Figures 1 4 and 1 5 show the applied clock rate 
correction value for each cycle to establish clock syn- 
chronization. In Figure 14, no correction value amend- 
ment is applied. In the given example, all the nodes syn- 
chronize to the local time of the upper node (applying 
no constant correction whereas other nodes apply a cor- 
rection of about - 50 or - 80). 

[0068] Figure 1 5 shows the result when reducing the 
clock rate correction value by reducing the applied clock 
rate by one micro tick. The global time is shifted to the 
mean value of all nodes to be synchronized and there 
is no node not applying any correction. 
[0069] Summarizing, the present invention provides 
an improved clock synchronization algorithm for a dis- 
tributed system intended for real time applications by 
performing at the same time an off-set correction and a 
clock read correction at each node of the distributed sys- 
tem. Thus, expensive oscillators can be avoided and 
synchronization can be established faster and with high- 
er precision. 



Claims 

1. A method for synchronizing nodes (1) of a distribut- 
ed system for real time applications, the nodes (1) 

5 of the distributed system are interconnected by a 

communication link (3) and each of the nodes (1) 
includes a local clock (2) and information indicating 
when messages are to be received from other 
nodes (1), each node (1) from at least a subset of 

10 all nodes (1) performs the following steps for syn- 
chronizing its local clock (2): 

(a) receiving messages from other nodes (1), 

15 (b) determining a set of time deviations be- 

tween its own local clock (2) and all other nodes 
(1) of the subset of nodes (1), a time deviation 
being determined by measuring the difference 
between an expected receiving time of a re- 
20 ceived message and an actual receiving time 

observed based on the time of its own local 
clock (2), 

(c) determining a set of clock rate deviations be- 
25 tween its own local clock (2) and all other nodes 

(1 ) of the subset of nodes (1 ) based on two sub- 
sequently received messages from each of the 
other nodes (1) of the subset, 

30 (d) calculating an off-set correction value based 

on said determined set of time deviations and 
calculating a clock rate correction value based 
on said set of determined clock rate deviations, 
and 

35 

(e) adjusting the local clock (2) based on the 
calculated off-set correction value and said cal- 
culated clock rate correction value. 

40 2. A method according to claim 1 wherein 

said first determining step (b) determines a 
first and a second set of time deviations, and 

said second determining step (c) calculates 
said set of clock rate deviations by calculating dif- 
45 ferences between corresponding time deviations of 
said first and second set of determined time devia- 
tions. 

3. A method according to claim 2 wherein said calcu- 
50 lation step (d) calculates an off -set correction value 

based on said second set of determined time devi- 
ations. 

4. A method according to claim 1 wherein said second 
55 determining step (c) determines a clock rate devia- 
tion by measuring the difference between an ex- 
pected time interval and an observed time interval, 
said expected time interval being a time interval be- 
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tween expected receiving times of subsequently re- 
ceived messages of a particular node and said ob- 
served time interval being a time interval between 
the actual receiving times of the messages ob- 
served based on the time of its own local clock (2). 

5. A method according to claim 4 wherein said second 
determining step (c) determines each clock rate de- 
viation of said set of clock rate deviations by per- 
forming the steps of 

(c1) counting a time interval between actual 
receiving times of subsequently received messag- 
es for a particular node (1) of the subset of nodes 
(1 ) based on the time of its own local clock (2), and 

(c2) calculating a clock rate difference be- 
tween the counted time interval for the particular 
node (1) and an expected time interval based on 
the expected receiving times of the messages for 
the particular node (1). 

6. A method according to any of claims 1 to 5 wherein 
said distributed system is a time triggered system. 

7. A method according to any of claims 1 to 6 wherein 
said information included in the node (1 ) defines for 
every node (1) of the distributed system certain time 
slots in which a particular node (1) is allowed to 
send messages on said communication link (3). 

8. A method according to any of claims 1 to 7 wherein 
said information included in the nodes (1) defines 
access for every node (1) to said communication 
link (3) once within a predefined time interval. 

9. A method according to claim 8 wherein a time inter- 
val having the same predefined temporal access 
pattern for the nodes (1) of the distributed system 
to the communication link (3) is continuously re- 
peated. 

10. A method according to claim 8 or 9 wherein each of 
the nodes (1) transmits own messages when having 
access to said communication link (3) according to 
said predefined access pattern. 

11. A method according to any of claims 1 to 10 wherein 
said calculating step (d) calculates said clock rate 
correction value based on two clock rate deviations 
of said set of determined clock rate deviations ac- 
cording to a first predetermined rule. 

12. A method according to claim 11 . wherein said first 
predetermined rule selects two clock rate devia- 
tions which have the largest difference with respect 
to each other. 

13. A method according to claim 11 or 1 2 wherein said 
first predetermined rule excludes clock rate devia- 



tions according to a second predetermined rule. 

14. A method according to any of claims 1 to 10 wherein 
said calculating step (d) calculates said clock rate 
5 correction value by incrementing the clock rate cor- 

rection value applied during the previous adjusting 
step with the currently calculated clock rate correc- 
tion value. 

10 15. A method according to any of claims 1 to 14 further 
comprising a step of changing the clock rate correc- 
tion value provided by said calculating step (d) ac- 
cording to a third predetermined rule. 

15 16. A method according to claim 15 wherein said third 
predetermined rule replacing said calculated clock 
rate correction value by a value having a slightly re- 
duced amount. 

20 17. A method according to any of claims 1 to 16 wherein 
said adjusting step (e) for adjusting the local clock 
(2) based on the calculated clock rate correction 
value and the calculated off-set correction value is 
performed for both correction values after a prede- 
25 termined number of time intervals each of which de- 
fining access for every node to said communication 
link (2) once per time interval. 

18. A computer program comprising code means 
30 adapted to perform the method according to any of 

claims 1 to 1 7. 

19. A synchronizing unit for synchronizing a node (1) in 
a distributed system for real time applications, the 

35 nodes (1) in the distributed system are intercon- 
nected by a communication link (3), the synchroniz- 
ing unit comprises: 



a local clock (2), 

40 

a memory (6) for storing information indicating 
when messages are to be received from partic- 
ular nodes (1). 

45 a deviation detector for determining a set of 

time deviations between its own local clock (2) 
and other nodes (1). a time deviation being de- 
termined by measuring the difference between 
an expected receiving time of a received mes- 
50 sage and the receiving time observed based on 

the time of its own local clock (2), and for de- 
termining a set of clock rate deviations between 
its own local clock (2) and other nodes (1) 
based on two subsequently received messag- 
es es for a node (1), 

a correction calculation unit for calculating an 
off-set correction value based on said deter- 
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mined set of time deviations and for calculating 
a clock rate correction value based on said de- 
termined set of clock rate deviations, and 

an adjusting unit for adjusting the local clock 5 
based on the calculated off -set correction value 
and on the calculated clock rate correction val- 
ue. 

20. A synchronizing unit according to claim 19 wherein 10 
said deviation detector being adapted to determine 

a first and a second set of time deviations and to 
determine said set of clock rate deviations by cal- 
culating differences between corresponding time 
deviations of said first and second set of time devi- 15 
ations. 

21 . A synchronizing unit according to claim 20 wherein 
said correction calculation unit calculates an off-set 
correction value based on said second set of deter- 20 
mined time deviations. 

22. A synchronizing unit according to claim 1 9 wherein 
said deviation detector being adapted to determine 

a clock rate deviation by measuring the difference 25 
between an expected time interval and an observed 
time interval, said expected time interval being a 
time interval between expected receiving times of 
subsequently received messages of a particular 
node and said observed time interval being a time 30 
interval between the actual receiving times of the 
messages observed based on the time of its own 
local clock (2). 

23. A synchronizing unit according to claim 22 wherein 35 
said deviation detector comprises a counter for 
counting a time interval between actual receiving 
times of subsequently received messages for a par- 
ticular node (1) based on the time of its own local 
clock (2). 40 

24. A synchronizing unit according to any of claims 19 
to 23 wherein said memory (6) storing information 
defining for every node (1) of the distributed system 

a certain temporal access pattern allowing a partic- 45 
ular node (1) to send messages on said communi- 
cation link (3). 

25. A synchronizing unit according to any of claims 19 
or24 wherein said information included inthe nodes 50 
(1) defines access for every node (1) to said com- 
munication link (3) once within a predefined time in- 
terval. 

26. A synchronizing unit according to any of claims 19 55 
to 25 wherein each node further comprises a trans- 
mitter for transmitting own messages when having 
access to said communication link (3) according to 



said predefined access pattern. 

27. A synchronizing unit according to any of claims 19 
to 26 further comprising a deviation memory for 
storing time deviations determined between the lo- 
cal clock (2) and the clocks (2) of other nodes (1). 

28. A synchronizing unit according to claim 27 wherein 
said memory being adapted to store two sets of time 
deviations. 

29. A synchronizing unit according to any of claims 19 
to 28 further comprising a drift protection means for 
changing the clock rate correction value provided 
by said correction calculating unit and forwarding a 
changed clock rate correction value to said adjust- 
ing unit . 
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